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Abstract

The Blanket of the Dark is a psychological thriller that explores the horrors of postpartum
psychosis, a rare but serious illness a new mother can experience in the days and weeks
following the birth of her child. The film is an intimate portrayal of the psychology of a new
mother suffering from the hallucinations and delusions that are symptoms of this horrific and
oftentimes undiagnosed illness. In the end, motherhood for women with undiagnosed
postpartum psychosis is anything but joyful, and can lead to suicide and murder.
This paper is a candid analysis, a production report as it were, of the making of my thesis
film, The Blanket of the Dark. I will begin with an introduction to how The Blanket of the Dark
came to be, and then dive into a detailed plot analysis along with “behind-the-scenes” accounts
of my thoughts and experiences on screenwriting, preproduction, production and postproduction
process. All documents used during production are included in the appendix. I hope that future
filmmakers will read my about my journey and know that, while filmmaking is one of the most
challenging experiences anyone can have and questions about their talents and merits may arise,
the insecurities and perceived impossibilities are hurdles that any filmmaker can overcome.

Film and Theatre, Graduate Thesis Films, Film Production, The Blanket of the Dark, Postpartum
Psychosis, New Mothers
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Chapter One
Introduction
The Blanket of the Dark started my first semester of film school, and I did not even
realize it. I was in Erik Hansen’s Intro to Screenwriting class, and we were working on writing
short films. One of the scripts I wrote was called The New Lady. It is a period film about the
real Lady Macbeth’s backstory from her first marriage to Lord Moray to her marriage to
Macbeth. In the story, Lady Macbeth, Macbeth, and her first husband, Lord Moray are all
friends. Macbeth and Moray are soldiers in the Scottish Army, and it is through that friendship
that Macbeth and Lady Macbeth know each other. Lady Macbeth, having been forced into
marriage, does not care for Lord Moray, and to add conflict to the loveless marriage, Lady
Macbeth becomes pregnant after the marriage. The set-up for the love triangle comes to a head
when Lord Moray tragically dies in war causing Lady Macbeth to have a miscarriage. The film
ends with Macbeth pursuing Lady Macbeth. The scale of this film as a five page script was
huge. There were many plot holes and questions that needed to be answered. The script was
telling me this film needed to be a feature.
My second semester of film school, I took another screenwriting class, this time with
Henry Griffin, where we would be working on a feature. I decided to have my short film, The
New Lady, become a feature. I worked on it all semester, exploring themes of isolation,
depression, insanity and misdiagnosis, because I believe that in the play Macbeth, Lady Macbeth
is suffering from postpartum psychosis, which was unknown to Medieval doctors. Throughout
the course of the play, Lady Macbeth suffers hallucinations and delusions which prompt her to
encourage Macbeth to be a murderer. At the end of the play, Lady Macbeth kills herself.
!1

Macbeth is my favorite Shakespeare play. It explores witchcraft, mental illness, depression,
murder, guilt, all the while playing up to King James I of England, who is King James VI of
Scotland.
When my fourth semester of grad school rolled around it was time to take Erik Hansen’s
FTA 6250, Writing the Thesis class. I was drawn to my original short film, The New Lady, and
making it work as an eighteen-page short film. I set out to answer questions the original short
film did not and to write a better script than the original short film. The main problem was the
scale. It was huge. I imagined a period film set in 11th century Scotland and it would have to be
shot in New Orleans. Selling New Orleans as 11th century Scotland with no money in a student
film is setting myself up for failure. I was struggling to truly see how I could make that film here
as a student. I put The New Lady aside and wrote The Heiress and the Statesman, a film that
would work with my limitations as a student.
The Heiress and the Statesman is about a tour guide who gives ghost tours. My
protagonist is a ghost herself. She is Michela Almonster, the Baroness Pontalba, a real life New
Orleanian who was a wealthy heiress of Don Almonster, who commissioned the building of the
Cabildo, St. Louis Cathedral and the Presbytere in Jackson Square. It is a true New Orleans
story and because the main location is the French Quarter, it would be easy to switch from the
present to 1800s New Orleans. I like the real Michela Almonster, and since I am a tour guide, I
felt a connection to the story. She was a woman ahead of her time, despite being a product of her
environment as a woman living in the 1800s. She was very wealthy so she had a dowry, and she
was living in France with her husband, whom she had been forced to marry, and father-in-law.
The father-in-law believed that a plot against his getting the dowry was happening resulting in an
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assassination attempt on her life. He failed and ended up committing suicide. She was not
allowed to divorce her husband, and as a result she becomes the Baroness Pontalba. This is a
film I would have been able to make as a student. The problem with this film was not with my
protagonist, but the character of Andrew Jackson.
There is a legend in New Orleans that Andrew and Michela were lovers, and that the
statue in Jackson Square is facing her bedroom window with Jackson tipping his hat to her,
because she used to tease him, “Oh Drew, you’re tipping your hat to me.” I incorporated this
love affair into this film’s story. However, I do not like the real Andrew Jackson. I think he
committed genocide and despite saving New Orleans from the British in 1815, I could not make
him a redeeming character, because I could not separate the character from the real man.
I spoke to Erik Hansen about my concerns and explained that I really wanted to make The
New Lady, but knew I needed to work on rethinking the scale, because I am a student. I focused
on the themes of isolation and mental illness that manifests as postpartum psychosis and worked
on creating a modern story that would work in New Orleans while still having this connection to
Macbeth and the English Renaissance and Medieval Scotland.
This paper will retell my journey as a filmmaker using the evolution of The New Lady
into The Blanket of the Dark, a film I am extremely proud of because it shows how far I have
come as a filmmaker. This paper is a candid reflection on making my MFA Thesis Film, The
Blanket of the Dark, by giving a detailed plot analysis, as well as discussing the preproduction,
production and post-production processes. I will examine how these challenges have helped me
realize I am my own worst enemy but have the ability to overcome adversity and obstacles that
arise at any phase of the filmmaking process which in turn makes me a great filmmaker. By
!3

providing this candid exploration of my struggles as a student filmmaker and creative artist, I
will show future filmmakers who struggle with the same challenges that they are not alone and
should continue to pursue their dreams and creative projects. Adversity only makes us better at
our craft.
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Chapter Two
Plot Analysis
The film opens with Ruth and Richard performing in Macbeth. Although only short
excerpts from the original Shakespeare play, their monologues are imperative to subtext and
character motivations. Ruth’s Lady Macbeth monologue is a direct statement that she would
have killed her son if it meant Macbeth would be king. When Richard performs the famous
“Tomorrow” monologue from Macbeth, the film cuts between Richard on stage performing the
monologue and Ruth in a montage realizing she is pregnant. The monologue is a metaphor for
her not only at this moment in the film, but for the trajectory of events that will follow. Off
stage, Ruth and Richard are married. After the show, Richard visits Ruth in the dressing room
with an opening night gift. It is a pamphlet from the Renaissance that blames parents for causing
a child’s deformities. Ruth, already nervous about telling Richard they will have a baby,
interrupts him when he is talking about the pamphlet to tell him she is pregnant. She is relieved
when he expresses excitement. They agree that if the child is a boy, they will name him William
after William Shakespeare.
The film jumps time to nine months later, after the William’s birth, with the happy
parents peering down into the crib. This is the first week home with the tiny infant and also the
same day Richard is set to go back to the theatre and perform in the play. Ruth tells Richard she
wants to stay home with William. Richard is shocked at this news, but realizes arguing with
Ruth is pointless. The happy parents pick up William and begin spinning him around the room.
Richard hums while Ruth sings an original lullaby with text from the Renaissance pamphlet.
During this spin, Richard leaves to go to the theatre and that is when Ruth experiences her first
!5

hallucination and sign of postpartum psychosis (PPP). The hallucination manifestation is the
Weird Sisters, from Macbeth, chanting through the baby monitor. In the play, the Weird Sisters
interact with Macbeth, but in my film, they serve as the vehicle for Ruth’s PPP. Ruth is terrified
by what she hears.
In the next scene, Ruth is staring out of the living room window bathed in moonlight as
she waits for Richard to come home. Right before he enters the house, the monitor goes off and
it’s the Weird Sisters telling her to “Beware the Thane of Fife,” who is symbolically Richard.
This is foreshadowing that he will not understand what is going on with her as she falls further
into PPP. The exchange between Richard and Ruth give insight into how he feels about his new
co-star Ellie, whom he believes is inferior to Ruth as Lady Macbeth, and how he does not
approve of Method acting. Ruth experiences two more hallucinations in this scene: she thinks
Richard says he’ll fix her some hot thick gruel. The Weird Sisters chanted about hot thick gruel
in the previous scene when she experienced her first hallucination. Ruth also believes she heard
William say “Mama.” Richard dismisses her saying “babies can’t speak after a week.” Richard
tries to go see what’s wrong with William, but Ruth insists it has to be her.
The next scene has Ruth attempting to change William’s diaper, but she has difficulty.
One of the symptoms of PPP is the inability to perform routine tasks like diaper changing.
Richard comes to help her. Believing she is a bad mother, Ruth has another hallucination of the
Weird Sisters speaking through the monitor. Because Richard is also in the room when it
happens, this is the one time the audience does not hear the hallucination with Ruth. He is
concerned that she’s hearing voices and believes it to be a combination of lack of sleep and the
desire to go back to the theatre. In a moment of tenderness, he rocks her.
!6

In the next scene, Ruth, believing her medication is adding to her problems, flushes the
pills down the toilet. We then see Ruth in the book nook with William, rocking him and singing
the lullaby as he is crying. Ruth has another hallucination of the Weird Sisters speaking through
the monitor. This time the Weird Sisters chant about the bloody apparition of a child, setting up
the next sequence of events. Ruth pops out of the book nook and imagines a doll is William.
She proceeds to tear apart the doll and then hides in the book nook. Richard comes in to
investigate. He tries to comfort Ruth, who is still in the book nook, but he only makes the
situation worse, because he does not understand what’s going on with her.
Ruth runs out of the baby room and the film picks up with her at the sink washing
“blood” off her hands. In Macbeth, there is a scene where Lady Macbeth is sleepwalking and
proceeds to wash her hands. Ruth hallucinates she is Lady Macbeth as she washes her hands.
The film cuts between Ruth washing her hands and Richard picking up the pieces of the
destroyed doll and giving William attention. This scene with Richard also prefigures that he will
be left to pick up the pieces after Ruth kills herself and will have to raise William without her.
Terrified with what is happening to her and also not understanding, Ruth agrees she must
go back to the theatre. She looks at it as an act of protection for William. Richard is elated that
she wants to go back, and calls the director to set the wheels in motion for Ruth’s return.
The film jumps ahead two weeks to the night Ruth is set to return to her role as Lady
Macbeth. In an act of excitement, Richard spins Ruth, who becomes dizzy. He rests her on the
couch and tells her he will take care of everything before they leave for the theatre. When he
leaves the room, Ruth hears the monitor. The Weird Sisters tell her to be “bloody, bold and
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resolute. Laugh to scorn the power of man” and immediately William says “Mama.” Ruth takes
the monitor in her hand and tells William she will protect him no matter what it will cost her.
In the final sequence of the film, Ruth, realizing she a monster, transforms into Lady
Macbeth. She changes out of her Ruth clothes and into a Lady Macbeth dress. She holds up a
dagger and she runs a bath, all while Richard waits cluelessly outside the bathroom. Ruth speaks
Lady Macbeth’s monologue in which she casts a spell to achieve the courage to kill Duncan so
Macbeth can be king. In this context, the monologue is Ruth drawing the courage to kill herself
to protect William. She takes the dagger, slices her arm, and dies in the bathtub. The film ends
with Ruth saying she broke the curse of the Scottish Play revealing that neither she nor Richard
understood that she was suffering from postpartum psychosis.
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Chapter Three
Screenwriting
I will always remember one of the first things Erik Hansen told us in our Intro to
Screenwriting class in the fall of 2014. He said, and I paraphrase, “If someone tells you they
love screenwriting, they’ve never really done it.” I thought I understood what that meant,
because I have now written five short films and a feature-in-progess, I can attest that the “love”
is that screenwriting is a labor of love. It is a painful process that can be rewarding, but it can
also leave the screenwriter exposed and vulnerable to the harsh criticism that comes with being
an artist who chooses to put her work before the public. Not everyone will understand the
purpose of the film. Not everyone will understand subtle metaphors and symbols strategically
woven into the script. When it comes to art and film, I do not believe everyone needs to get
every subtlety an artist puts into the work. The Blanket of the Dark is one such film. However,
the main plot of any film should be understood by those who watch it: otherwise, the filmmaker
has failed at the basic task of filmmaking which is to create a cohesive visual story understood
by audiences. Whether or not everyone in the audience “gets” all the symbols and metaphors
only proves that some audience members are more educated or more attentive than others.
As I stated at the start of this paper, The Blanket of the Dark script underwent a
metamorphosis and in true “film life” fashion, it took a collaborative effort to make it the script it
is today. It was workshopped in Erik Hansen’s FTA 6250 Writing the Thesis class and received
feedback from my thesis committee. When the Spring 2016 semester ended and I found out my
thesis proposal for The Blanket of the Dark was rejected, I very upset. I was assured by faculty
members that initial thesis proposals are oftentimes rejected.
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I knew I had to make a choice: accept that I am a film school failure and not finish my
MFA, or overcome the hurdle of a rejected thesis that I believed could be an excellent film and
vault over a typical student film. I threw myself into my script with relentless determination.
Architecture, truly magnificent architecture, begins with the same concept as a modest building:
a foundation, walls, and a roof. I approached the reworking of The Blanket of the Dark in the
exact same way by going to the fundamentals of screenwriting. I met one-on-one with my thesis
committee who were not only supportive but were inspirational in ways I think have helped me
make this film be what I wanted it to be.
At the suggestion of Henry Griffin and using the tools given to us in his FTA 6060
(Concept, Conflict and Character), I used Truby’s Seven Steps of Story as the template for my
thesis film. I never lost sight of my desire to have this film connect to Shakespeare and the real
life Lady Macbeth, but I also needed a solid story that would logically and realistically work in
the confines of the film’s storyworld. I also had to work with a minimal budget. It was at this
point I turned to Erik Hansen’s Economy by Design, which we learned in Intro to Screenwriting.
I placed my protagonist in the world of Shakespeare’s Macbeth; she is an actress who stars as
Lady Macbeth. I continued the Economy by Design by having her husband, Richard, also be in
the play as Macbeth. With Truby’s steps and Economy by Design working together, I was able
to create a realistic and logical film world reality that would function to connect Shakespeare’s
Macbeth and the real life Lady Macbeth while knowing I could make this film as a no-budget
student production.
One of the reasons I wanted Henry Griffin on my thesis committee was because I knew
he would be candid about the problems in my script. My protagonist and antagonist have a baby,
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and naturally Henry wanted to know how I planned on solving this problem. My answer was
using a doll that could sell as a real newborn infant. When I watched the film Once while doing
research for my second year film, Releasing Eurydice, I viewed the special features on the DVD.
I learned that in one scene, a doll was used. The seed was planted that this would be the solution
to my problem. I researched life-life infant dolls and found one that breathed, had a heartbeat
and cooed. Honestly, I was frightened of the doll, but thought being a student film, there was no
way I would be able to get a real infant child on set. I showed Henry the image of the doll I
planned to use, which raised red flags for him. He asked if I had seen this doll and examined it
in real-life; I hadn’t. He told me the tale of American Sniper, a film by Clint Eastwood and
starring Bradley Cooper. There is a scene in the film where a doll is used. Any basic Google
search of “American Sniper and baby” will populate numerous pages making fun of the “epic
fail” of Eastwood using a fake baby. If Clint Eastwood could not get away with using a fake
baby, how would I, an unknown film student, get away with it? The hunt to find a real life infant
began. I will address this journey to find a real infant in the preproduction chapter of this paper.
Henry also pointed out that since the characters were actors, we should see them
interacting in their environment, meaning have a scene where we see them acting on stage in
Macbeth. A film I think that shows the backstage life as well as on-stage performance really
well is Black Swan. I watched this film as research for Releasing Eurydice, but I also used it as
inspiration for the theatre scenes in The Blanket of the Dark. An early criticism of an early draft
of the film, when it was The New Lady, was that there was too much Shakespearean language.
The script felt dated, not in a way that enhanced the story, but rather in a way that became a road
block for audiences. A criticism of an early draft of The Blanket of the Dark was that there was
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not enough Shakespeare. A happy balance needed to be discovered. By having my characters
rooted in the world of theatre and in the play Macbeth, I could have this happy balance of just
enough Shakespeare to give literal context as well as have Macbeth the play become part of my
protagonist’s mental illness of postpartum psychosis. This in turn brings her closer to the
character of Lady Macbeth and the real world misdiagnosis of mental illness in the Middle Ages
and Renaissance. This intertwining also provided a well developed B-Plot that Ruth is really
suffering from “show withdrawal,” a syndrome in which an actor falls into a state of depression
and longs to be back in a show or film, having devoted much of her life to the rehearsals and
performances. This is Richard’s diagnosis of Ruth, coinciding with Richard’s theory that an
actor can be “too method” for character development. Like my thesis film, Black Swan, also has
this B-Plot Method actors and “taking it too far” because in order to dance the Black Swan the
protagonist must become the Black Swan. Ruth, by the end of my film, has fallen into such a
state of psychosis that she is the character Lady Macbeth.
At the time we were asking faculty to be on our thesis committee, I was planning to use
The New Lady script as my MFA Thesis Film. I wanted a professor who was well versed in
Shakespeare who would be able to help me create the symbolic world of the script and link it to
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, life for women suffering from mental illness in the Renaissance, and the
historical Lady Macbeth from 11th Century Scotland. I reached out to Dr. Catherine Loomis,
who is a brilliant Shakespearean scholar in the UNO’s Department of English and fortunately for
me and this film she said yes. She has given me truly priceless insight into both Medieval
Scotland and the English Renaissance which are woven into the script as metaphor and
symbolism as well as literal plot lines in the film. She showed me an English pamphlet from the
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1500s that blamed parents for having deformed children because they were bad Christians.
Today, religious connections with postpartum psychosis are not uncommon. Dr. Loomis also
told me that real Lady Macbeth’s son was deformed. The idea was born to have this pamphlet
become a prop in the film. My production designer, Breanna Thompson, an amazing artist,
recreated the pamphlet that is used as the opening night gift Richard gives to Ruth. He explains
its historical significance in the Renaissance and how it is linked to both character and real-life
Lady Macbeth. The text in the original pamphlet was written in rhyme, so I used that as
inspiration for an original lullaby that Richard and Ruth could sing to their new baby,
appropriately named William. The tune of the lullaby is “Baloo Baleerie" which is a Medieval
Scottish lullaby. The original lyrics of the lullaby are about fairies coming into the nursery and
stealing children. In the feature screenplay for The New Lady, I used the original lyrics, but for
The Blanket of the Dark I replaced them with text from the English Renaissance pamphlet. An
in-depth plot analysis of the significance of the lullaby is discussed in chapter two of this paper.
I knew I wanted Erik Hansen as my major thesis professor. In my film school journey, I
believe I have an affinity for screenwriting, so for me there was no one else to be my committee
chair than Erik. He is honest while being encouraging, which is what artists need to flourish in
their craft. I knew Erik would “tell it to me straight” with both what works and what does not.
Once I made the decision to abandon Heiress I reflected on what personally matters to me. In
Erik’s thesis writing class, we kept a “menu.” This is a guided journal where we can reflect on
life’s aspects that matter most to us. My journey to film school was rather unexpected. I have a
BFA in Acting, a post-baccalaureate in English Education, and a MA in Organizational
Communication. I used what I knew as an actor and English teacher to inspire me and help me
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add layers and create a believable film-world in The Blanket of the Dark while also being
student-no-budget friendly. Erik and I talked about schools of acting, such as the Method. I
have actor friends who think being Method is overrated and leads to suicide. I am trained in the
Method and use it when I am in a film or play. Erik and I also discussed theatre superstitions
surrounding the title of Macbeth, which should never be said in the theatre, and the tradition that
the play is cursed. I have friends who think those superstitions are nonsense. I interwove the
training and superstitions of Macbeth as subplots in my thesis film and tied those to the theme of
misdiagnosis that Ruth is suffering from postpartum psychosis. Richard, dismissing theatre
superstitions surrounding Macbeth and believing Ruth is suffering from show with drawl, only
exacerbates his wife’s isolation bringing her deeper into her psychosis and eventual suicide. The
set-ups and pay-offs in the thesis film work really nicely in all plot lines in the film. Each one
feeds off the other and makes for a well-developed film that functions on many literal and
symbolic levels. I am grateful to my committee members for challenging me, because I believe
they helped me tap into myself to use what I already knew which allowed me to expand and
grow as a screenwriter.
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Chapter Four
Preproduction
Even though my initial thesis proposal was rejected and I was rewriting the screenplay in
the summer of 2016, I continued with preproduction on the film. I have several friends who are
working professionals in the film industry, and we all help each other on our passion projects. In
my case, my passion project is the thesis film. They understand there is no money for them in
making this film, but because we support one another, they offer their time and talents.
The first person I needed was a producer. I approached someone who did not have
extensive film experience, but who was trying to break into the industry. She has a marketing
and fundraising background, and works backstage professionally in theatre. We discussed
previous campaigns where she played a significant role in fundraising, and her success rate. She
seemed to be the perfect fit to produce my thesis. We had several preproduction meetings in the
summer where we planned a live-event fundraiser and Indiegogo for the film. We also
brainstormed organizations that would have a vested interest in postpartum psychosis. And that
is how we found Postpartum Support International, or PSI. The woman in charge of the New
Orleans chapter is Joanne Harmon, Joey Harmon’s mother. Joey Harmon is a UNO MFA Film
Production graduate. Mrs. Harmon was on board to help in whatever way she could. My
producer set up a day where we could go to a PSI meeting and pitch the film. The day of the
meeting, my producer texted me that she was suffering from a massive migraine and would not
be able to make it. I was disappointed, but understanding, because I know she suffers from
migraines.
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I went to a PSI chapter meeting where I pitched my film to the board members. I told
them about the upcoming fundraiser and Indiegogo campaign that would launch immediately
after the fundraiser. While everyone at the meeting was excited and supportive, no one came to
the fundraiser, and only Mrs. Harmon donated to the Indiegogo campaign. I believe this is
because I was not pro-active enough in following up with the PSI board members. Every project
is a learning opportunity, and I do believe, now in hindsight of course, that reaching out to the
board members individually may have given me a better success rate than just having Mrs.
Harmon as my conduit.
The fundraising event and Indiegogo campaign were also not successful. There was a
small turn out to the live-event and only four people donated to the Indiegogo campaign. I raised
more money on my second year film than my thesis film. This meant I had to really use the
student card to get production elements either for free or at a significantly reduced rate, because I
would be using my financial aid to pay for the film. While still in preproduction and without
warning, my producer ended up moving out-of-state which left me to fully produce The Blanket
of the Dark on my own. Her leaving also left an opening for the hair designer, because she was
going to do that too on the film. I talked to my Make-Up Artist (MUA) about hair, and she said
she could cover it. My mom and my aunt contributed significantly to the film, and in turn, I gave
them executive producer credit. My friend, Neil Durr, also helped with a financial contribution
that covered some significant production costs and I gave him a producer credit.
My MUA has worked on all my films for not only film school but outside films, and I
supported her application to IATSE by being a portfolio model for her and writing a letter of
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recommendation. She is the consummate professional. We work very well together and will
continue to make films together.
Aaron Muse, my Director of Photography (DP) and I have worked together in the past
and I think we make a great team. We had several preproduction meetings discussing the tone,
mood and creative inspirations for the visual story. We have similar aesthetics and tastes which
is seen in the film. Preproduction meetings included us going scene by scene and working out
blocking long before casting even happened. Once locations were locked, we had tech scouts
which included the DP taking pictures for the storyboard. The only physical set he did not get to
see before we shot was the New Orleans Opera’s Macbeth set, because he was working.
My Production Designer, Breanna Thompson, was a gift from my original Art Director,
who unfortunately had to back out of the project due to personal problems. Breanna exceeded
my wildest expectations of bringing Medieval Scotland, Renaissance England and Shakespeare’s
world into present day New Orleans. She designed wallpaper with original hand-drawings
inspired directly from Shakespeare’s bedroom in Stratford-upon-Avon and recreated the
pamphlet from the 1500s in England. She designed the Macbeth poster used at the Mahalia
Jackson Theatre and repurposed personal objects of the homeowners at the location used for the
Hathaway home. After the film wrapped, I gave all cast and crew a piece of this original
wallpaper as a gift and their own “movie memorabilia.” The Macbeth poster is hanging in the
entryway to my apartment.
Much like my original Art Director who had to step down, I lost my original costume
designer. She works in retail, and because production was going into holiday shopping time, she
was unable to continue with the film. A true professional, she recommended someone she
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trusted to replace her. This amazing person is Amina Colonna and, like Breanna, she went above
and beyond what I thought possible on a student film. She made two original dresses for the
character of Ruth. One was the dress used for the scene in the Mahalia Jackson Theatre, and the
other was the suicide scene dress. She stayed true to the film by bringing in elements from all
three eras. These dresses are works of art. When the Death Dress got wet, we all cringed on set,
because we knew this beautiful dress was ruined. It was created, though, to be destroyed by
water and “blood.” Amina also went thrift shopping for Richard’s Macbeth costume. She found
this great men’s suit jacket that she repurposed into a Scottish battle jacket. The kilt is an
authentic Scottish kilt leant to me from a theatre friend. Amina took the time to meet with the
actors and go through their wardrobes to find Ruth and Richard costumes when not portraying
Lady Macbeth and Macbeth. She was a joy to have on set and was the official Baby “William”
Wrangler.
Casting the thesis proved to be a challenge. My casting director, Chase Lubag and my
casting assistant, Robin Johnstone, had to weed through actors and actresses who do not
understand that they are not appropriate for certain roles, because of lack of training. And by
lack of training, I am specifically referring to Shakespeare. New Orleans has a Shakespeare
festival and other theatres around town stage Shakespeare shows, but it hard to find
Shakespearean theatre actors who want to cross over into film and vice versa. New Orleans is
already a small market, and the specifics of my film narrow it down even further, and along with
this being a student, meaning no-budget film, the talent pool is even smaller.
Finding the right Shakespearean actor in New Orleans is pretty much impossible. Only
three men auditioned that I thought could pull off the role of Richard, who not only had to be a
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loving yet misguided husband, but also had to play Shakespeare. One man who auditioned,
actually did not have an appointment. His wife was reading for the role of Ruth, but he was
talking to me about his acting background and came with his headshot and resume. He was very
good and had an impressive film resume, but he did not look like Macbeth. When talking to Dr.
Loomis about life for women in Medieval Scotland, we discussed that Scottish warriors were
fearsome and towering men, which could add a nice visual to Ruth’s isolation. My Richard
needed to look the part as well. This impressive actor did not look like a towering Scottish
warrior. The second actor I was entertaining for the role of Richard was also not a towering
Scottish warrior, but at least he was younger. I think because I am an actor, I have high standards
and expectations for timeliness. This actor showed up fifty minutes late to his audition. I was
inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt, because that was the same day we turned the clocks
back. However, the day of callbacks, he was thirty minutes late. I could not have the anxiety of
casting him and wondering if he would be on time to set. He also told Chase that he hated
Shakespeare. Why audition for a film that has Shakespeare??
Russell, who plays Richard, has Shakespearean experience. He performed in a
Shakespearean show at Delgado a few years ago. I reached out to actor friends who worked with
him on the show and in other productions he had on his resume. Everyone said he was great to
work with, because he was a hard worker and had drive. As an actor, I respect that, because that
is what makes us get better. He also physically looked the part of a towering Scottish warrior. I
am a Shakespearean trained actor, so I worked with Russell in breaking down the “Tomorrow
and tomorrow” speech that serves as a metaphor for Ruth in the film. From where he started to
what we shot, Russell did an amazing job. Everyone on set was impressed.
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The casting of Ruth was also a challenge, because the New Orleans market is flooded
with actresses who do not understand where they fit in the casting world. As with the men,
Chase combed through inappropriate submissions via Actors Access and agent submissions to
narrow it down. It was between Mia and this other woman, who was equally talented and
experienced in Shakespeare. There was something very genuine and vulnerable in Mia’s
performance and that is what sold me on Mia. I do not regret my decision. She was amazing. I
cannot rave about her enough.
The first few rehearsals we had were spent more on character analysis and script
breakdowns. I also met one on one with the actors, where the actors shared their character work
with me, and I talked to them about the Medieval Scotland and Shakespearean connection as
well as the misconceptions about postpartum psychosis and how we could incorporate the
different schools of acting theory and superstitions into the subplots of the film. I definitely
think this is the hardest role Russell has ever performed, and I am glad I got to work with him
and watch him grow as an actor. It is also a good learning experience for him to have worked
with Mia who is insanely talented. Once they were ready to stage it, we had blocking rehearsals
in my apartment and in the lounge at school. As we got closer to the production dates, Patrick
Hunter let us use his house for blocking rehearsals so we would not have to use precious
production time to block the scenes.
The casting of William was causing me much anxiety, because I was not hopeful that we
would have a real baby, and as I stated earlier if Clint Eastwood cannot get away with using a
doll, there was no way I would either. Casting put out calls on Actors Access and to agents
without any luck. I only know one person who had a child that could pass for an infant, but she
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was moving during production. Of course I could have asked Kat, a fellow MFA candidate. She
had recently given birth to her beautiful daughter, Sophia, but she would have been way too
young to be on set. Russell posted a notice on Facebook, and it was a success. One of his family
members sent a private message saying she has twin girls and wondered if gender mattered. I
told her, because William is only a week old, and at that age babies are androgynous, we could
have her girls pass for a boy. I could not believe the luck of getting twins! And because we were
working with twins, we got to shoot all of William’s scenes in one day.
The locations were also kismet. When researching theatres in New Orleans that I thought
could work for the Macbeth scenes, I discovered that the New Orleans Opera was staging
Macbeth at the Mahalia Jackson Theatre: a theatre used by Broadway national tours. Not really
thinking I would be able to use their set, I reached out to them anyway. They said yes! The
Mahalia Jackson also said I could use their dressing rooms to film the scene where Ruth tells
Richard she is pregnant. The Mahalia Jackson was accommodating for a tech scout and
storyboard shoot with my DP, and the Opera let me come in and do a walk-thru of the set during
one of their tech rehearsals, which was two days before we were going to shoot on their set. I
admit I pinched myself several times.
Patrick Hunter’s house was perfect as the Hathaway Home. He has a young son, who is
the voice for William, and the nursery has trees on one wall. Trees are symbolic in Macbeth,
because the Weird Sisters prophesy that Macbeth will meet his downfall when Birnam Wood
comes to Dunsinane Castle. My main title animation has woods, the backdrop at the Mahalia
Jackson has woods, and Patrick’s house has woods on the wall. When the art department was
designing set decorations for William’s room, they were making a weird mobile for the crib out
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of sticks, and this was before I even knew Patrick’s house has a wall with woods in the nursery.
Another kismet moment.
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Chapter Five
Production
I scheduled six production dates for “The Blanket of the Dark” that went over the course
of two weekends. Due to the sensitive nature of the New Orleans Opera set and the time
restriction on it, we had to shoot all theatre scenes the first Saturday. The Opera was staging
their Macbeth on Friday and Sunday. Since Saturday was dark (meaning the Opera was not
performing that night), this provided an ideal situation for both the Mahalia Jackson, the New
Orleans Opera, and my production team: we would have free rein in the theatre.
The Opera set was amazing and just being in the Mahalia Jackson was magical. I was
nervous about our productivity, because our first shoot day was a bit rough. Most productions
know the first day is always a challenge, because most people have not worked together and
working together as a well oiled machine takes time. We needed to be efficient but thorough and
make our shoot schedule. Pick-ups or reshoots on the Opera set would not be an option, because
once they closed their show, the set was going to be loaded out of the theatre. Our day at the
Mahalia could not have gone any smoother. Everyone was sensitive to the location and
respectful of the set.
The first shoot day was rough. As I stated above, most people have never worked
together and film crews need to function as a well oiled machine. Everyone needs to do their
part, go above and beyond when necessary, while also understanding not everyone can be the
boss. Listening to each other, not all talking at once, and being organized within each
department are all important aspects of having a film set run smoothly. This takes time. When
planning our shooting schedule, Langston Williams (my 1st AD) and I made sure we did not
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overload shoot day one. Knowing we were going to lose Aaron, the DP, around 3pm because of
a prior work commitment, we planned for the more complicated set-ups during the first half of
the day. Chase Rubin came in to help with camera operations and responsibilities for the latter
half of the day when we would lose Aaron. Towards the end of the first shoot day, I was
suffering from heat exhaustion which lead to a panic attack. I had to go outside to get fresh air
before I passed out. In order to waste time on set, I told Langston to continue filming without
me, because he had the shot list, and we made our day. By Sunday, everyone was working
together and that connection and momentum continued into the second weekend of shooting.
The first Sunday, of a shoot that was scheduled over two weekends, was the day we shot
the twins. Like the Opera set, we had to work with what was best for the Abadies who were
coming from Slidell. As expected, the twins stole the show. Having twins for the role of
William was so much more than I hoped for with this film. When having a baby on set, a
number of logistical problems can happen: the big problem being unpredictability. Twins made
the day smooth, because while we were filming one baby, the other baby was on stand-by ready
for the next scene. All the Abadies were there helping out with baby duty, and the costume
designer, Amina, was the official on set baby wrangler. The crew were professional and
respectful of the Abadie family. I was very proud of them! Something that I think helped make
this a great day for everyone was setting the tone from the start of the day. We included stressing
the importance and delicate nature of having infants on set in our start of the day safety meeting
and I really think it made a difference.
The second weekend of shooting went so well, we were able to go back and do reshoots
of scenes from the first weekend. We focused on reshooting the scene from the first Friday when
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I was outside recovering from heat exhaustion and some coverage from Sunday before the twins
arrived on set. Art department had made a stencil cutout of the Weird Sisters that I wanted cast
on the wall above William’s crib, because the Hunter house has trees painted on it, and the Weird
Sisters stencil would dance on the wall while Ruth is losing her mind and tearing apart the doll.
When we shot the scene and I looked at the dailies, I realized it did not look exactly like I wanted
it. In fact, it looked amateur. Since we had made good time with moving through the script, we
were able to reshoot the master set-up without the Weird Sisters shadow on the wall and get a
better angle for performance and coverage from Russell, who played Richard, in the same scene.
In fact, much of the second weekend was devoted to reshooting scenes from the first weekend
that I was not happy with when I watched the dailies.
The final shoot day was dedicated to shooting the suicide scene. It was an emotional
time on set for everyone. My make-up artist, Claire, had gone to the ER the night before and
spent most the night in the hospital. Claire suffers from severe migraines which caused her to be
hospitalized the night before. Claire held a Skype session with Megan and Amina teaching them
how to work the latex prosthetic which was imperative to sell the suicide. Mia wanted to get the
action just right when she cuts herself, so I brought in a stunt choreographer to work with her.
Because of the high emotions, we only did one take of Mia cutting herself. Had Claire been able
to be on set, we would have done several takes in the wide master shot and gotten a nice insert of
her taking the dagger to her arm, but close-up the prothetic was noticeable. That said, the one
take in the master shot of Mia cutting herself looks great in the edit and I commend Claire,
Megan, Amina and Mia for making it possible.
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Chapter Six
Postproduction
Every stage of the filmmaking process brings exciting challenges and opportunities for
problem solving. I got the original composer back in August, and while he was having many life
changes happening at that time, I was not too worried about it, because I knew he would not
come into play until December. When I reached out to him after filming had wrapped, two
weeks had gone by and I still had not heard from him. As if it were kismet, my friend Ken
Petrie, who is a musician, reached out to me and I wasted no time asking him to score the film. I
knew he would be able to make an amazing score: I wanted the interweaving of Medieval,
Renaissance and the modern era that was used in creating the visual story world to also be
infused in the score. Ken did not disappoint. Melissa Hunter, who is Patrick’s wife, is a singer
and actress so I used her talents as one of the Weird Sisters. My friend Nicole Himel, who has
worked on two of my past films at UNO, is also a singer, so I brought her on to be one of the
Weird Sisters. I am the third Weird Sister. When we recorded the vocals for the score, Ken had
us sing in isolation and then blended us together in his composition which also included his
voice. The “icing on the cake” for the film score is that Ken plays the bagpipes!
Sound is a key component to selling Ruth’s hallucinations and my sound designer, Ben
Connell, created a terrifying world for Ruth. The first time Ruth has a hallucination, we are
immersed in her perspective, and it sounds like a record player is skipping, just as her reality is
skipping as she slips into the postpartum psychosis. When Ruth imagines she is killing William,
Ben added the tearing of the doll’s limbs and baby cries. He encouraged me to do some ADR
with the actors, for example when Ruth is washing the “blood” from her hands in her “out
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damned spot” scene, the original production audio had the water running and her monologue.
We had Mia do ADR on it and Ben added in the water track. A good lesson about getting
production audio on set is when in coverage, like Mia washing her hands, the water does not
need to be running when dialogue is being spoken, because it can be added during
postproduction. If I had thought about just adding running water in post, ADR would not have
been necessary. Ben also added Foley components that enhance the reality of the film’s story
world, like the turning of the pages of the pamphlet or footsteps when Richards walks out of the
frame to get Ruth tea. I was amazed to learn how detailed Foley can be and I now look at films
in a whole light based on my experience for my thesis.
Having a great editor that can fuse with the director and the story is one of the best
aspects about the postproduction process. I could not have asked for a better editor than
Christian Breaux. He was communicative, available, and ready to try new techniques, even if
these elements did not make it in the final cut. There are three versions of the film: the script, the
production shoot, and the edit. The first cut is setting the pieces down on the timeline and seeing
how the footage fits together. This version was 24 minutes. Even though I would ideally like
every shot in the film, 24 minutes is just too long. I thought about how to cut down the film and
still tell the story about a woman suffering from undiagnosed postpartum psychosis that leads to
her death. Postpartum psychosis is a rapid disease and when making a film, it is always better to
show rather than tell. This meant that entire scenes were cut out of the film.

During

production, I was already beginning to see how some scenes could be combined into one, which
helped with allowing us to do some reshoots during the second weekend. This helped with the
edit of the film, because it helped with the pacing for this final cut. I think it is best to err on the
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side of caution when in the production phase to get the shot. It is better to have the shot and not
need it, than not have the shot and realize in the editing stage something is missing. This
happened with the ending of the film. I wanted Ruth to have a dream sequence where she is
back at the theatre having a curtain call, which slowed the pace of the film down. That dream
sequence is not in the final cut. The opening of the film also changed. Originally, we were
going to be in the dressing room with Ruth vomiting in the sink, and then see the exchange with
Ruth telling Richard she is pregnant and then have them on the stage performing in Macbeth.
This opening for a short film has several problems. For one, it takes three pages to see them as
actors on the stage and second it slows the pace of the film. Short films are not shorter feature
films, so what might work for a feature film will not work in a short film. The new beginning
has them already on stage acting and then a time jump of Ruth vomiting in the sink while
Richard performs the “Tomorrow and tomorrow” monologue, which serves as a metaphor for
Ruth. The curtain call is cut completely so we can be right in the dressing room for the exchange
about Ruth being pregnant.
The ending in the final cut is also not the original ending. Originally, Ruth was going to
die in Richard’s arms. That said, I believe this ending actually works better than the original
ending, and even if I could reshoot to get some more coverage and inserts of him trying to stop
the bleeding, I would not do it. Postpartum psychosis is a terrible illness that leaves women
feeling alone, and in showing Ruth’s journey where she was alone and misunderstood throughout
the film, it makes sense that she die alone in the bathtub.
I had two public screenings of the film in the Spring of 2017: one in an UNO
undergraduate film class and the other in Erik Hansen’s FTA 6250 Writing the Thesis class. Both
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classes were shown different versions of the film. The undergraduate class did not have the full
advantage of the final mix, so I was curious to find out how they would react to the film.
Despite the final mix not being in the film, they understood it and it was well received. The
thesis class did see the film with the final sound mix and the different ending. One student was
candid in saying he tuned out when Ruth and Richard were performing Shakespeare, but I will
not change my film and underlying metaphor of the film, because some audience members may
choose to not pay attention during certain moments of the film. Another student said it is hard
for her to be spooked and creeped out when watching movies and she was creeped out in my
film. Students also felt concern for the safety of Ruth and William. I take these as a
compliments: audience members should be creeped out and concerned for the safety of the
characters when watching my film. Overall, they understood the message of the film which is
postpartum psychosis happens quickly, is misunderstood, and can lead to tragic consequences.
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Chapter Seven
Conclusion
Overall, I am very pleased with the final cut of my thesis film. There were struggles and
challenges throughout every phase of the filmmaking process, but that is to be expected. Facing
challenges and overcoming obstacles is part of what filmmaking is all about. I have a new
outlook on how I perceive myself as a filmmaker. I set out to make another highly ambitious
student film and despite the challenges, I think it is a successful film. Ideally, I would like to
submit it to more festivals than just the UNO Film Festival. Festival fees can add up though, and
I do not have extra funds for festival fees. I would entertain having another fundraiser, but I
would do things differently than what was done for the initial fundraiser for the film. For
starters, I would not hire a band, because that was money that could have been used for
production costs.
While I do think I am a very good director, this is not the only job I am interested in. I
love cinematography and want to pursue a career as a Director of Photography. I also love
screenwriting and plan to pursue that as well. I applied to a screenwriting fellowship with HBO,
and even if I do not get it, I know that is not a reflection of my creative talents. I am proud of the
students who worked on the film and stepped up in leadership roles allowing them solve
problems and put the film first. Making films is challenging but also rewarding, because you
have to solve problems in a safe and fast manner. Filmmaking is stressful, but it is also
rewarding. I have yet to experience anything close to the joy and sense of accomplishment I feel
when watching a film I helped make whether I was a production assistant or in charge of the
whole production. Henry Griffin told me success as a filmmaker does not come from how well
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you conform to the rules, but how well you can express yourself. In my journey as a filmmaker,
I have broken the rules while learning to express myself. I cannot wait to see what the future
holds. That is what being a filmmaker is all about: taking the leap, going for it while realizing
you may have to fall only to pick yourself up and continue moving forward.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Crew List, Cast List
The Blanket of the Dark
Crew List
Producers - Megan McDaniel
- Neil Durr
Executive Producers - Tracy Norwood
- Frances Norwood
- Julie Andre
Director of Photography - Aaron Muse
Production Designer - Breanna Thompson
Editor - Christian Breaux
Costume Designer - Amina Colonna
Music Composer - Ken Petrie
Casting Director - Chase Lubag
First Assistant Director - Langston Williams
Stunt Coordinator - Viviane Wolfe
Art Director - Megan Schenk
Camera Operators - Aaron Muse
- Victor Nguyen
- Tracy Norwood
- Chase Rubin
1st AC - Shane Doty
2nd AC/Camera PA - Flo Young
D.I.T. - Margaret Broach
Script Supervisor - Hope Terrance
Sound Designer - Benjamin Connell
Sound Mixer + Boom Operator - Evan Eyer
Sound P.A. - Emily Poulliard
Gaffer - Shane Doty
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Key Grip - Gabriel Ruiz
Grip - Dustin Foret
Dolly Grip - Flo Young
Makeup Department Head - Claire Elizabeth
Hair Department Head - Claire Elizabeth
Assistant Editor - Catie Scorsone
Visual Effects Editor - Benjamin Connell
Casting Associate - Robin Johnstone
Stills Photographer - Megan Schenk
Set Nymphs - Kendall Lewis
- Nicole "Lina" Jennings
- Kayla Fletcher
- Javanti Coleman
- Jon-Michael Keiser
- Emily Mack
- Kyla McKechnie
- Ashante Turner
Vocal Performance - Tracy Norwood
- Nicole Himel
- Melissa Cotton Hunter
- Ken Petrie
Craft Service - The DIVAS
Catering - Speciality Italian
- Nicole Himel and Dale Buckley
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The Blanket of the Dark
Cast List
William: Charlotte and Cora Abadie
Ruth: Mia Frost
Richard: Russell Giacontiere
Weird Sister (Voice) Nicole Himel
William (Voice) Christopher Patrick Hunter III
Weird Sister (Voice) Melissa Hunter
Weird Sister (Voice) Tracy Norwood
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Appendix B: Final Continuity Script + Stripboard
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Appendix C: Call Sheets
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Appendix D: Release Forms and Location Contracts
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The Blanket of the Dark
Location List and Contact Info
Tracy Norwood
1419 Basin St.
New Orleans, La. 70116
Contact: Sarah McCall
Phone: (504) 267-9531
1020 3rd St.
New Orleans, La. 70130
Contact: Jackie Goodman
Phone: 850.529.5296
2412 Verbena St.
New Orleans, La. 70122
Contact: Patrick Hunter
504.717.1620
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Appendix E: Music Contracts
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The Blu-Ray copy of the thesis film The Blanket of the Dark is located in the Earl K. Long
Library.
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Vita
Tracy L. Norwood received her Bachelors of Fine Arts in Acting at C.W. Post, Long
Island University in 2000. She went on to receive a post-baccalaureate in English Education at
Kean University in 2005. She was also awarded a Masters in Organizational Communication
from Southeastern University in 2012. She currently lives in New Orleans, Louisiana and plans
on having a successful career in the film industry.
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